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work from home, in the coldest room in the house. It has three outside walls, and a French window so 
draughty that, this week, overgrown wisteria tendrils have ominously made their way into the room, like a 
clunky metaphor about energy bills strangling me come Halloween. 


In winter, even a fairly mild one, I take to double-scarfing, wearing fingerless gloves and turning on an 
electric heater. This device is very effective at heating the office, but will cost me £1.04 an hour from 
October, according to Bloomberg. That's more than £200 a month. 


| have a solution. | shall unplug the PC and up sticks to the sitting room, where there is a wood-burning 
stove. We installed this during the financial crisis of 2008, when they were not only the height of Scandi chic 
but also marketed as a way to save on heating bills. Of course, the briefest of analysis showed there was no 
way you'd get your money back. No matter, they were pretty much de rigueur in Islington along with 
Ottolenghi's latest cookbook, a Diptyque candle and smugness. 


Back then, no one loudly questioned their eco-credentials. Most people considered them as wholesome as 
making your own yoghurt. But then again experts also told us that diesel cars were better for the planet 
(and, yes, we had one of those too). 


Everything has changed, of course. Not least energy bills, which if they were wince-inducing in 2008 are 
now likely to cause a coronary. If | can turn off the central heating while the kids are at school, and keep to 
the one heated room, | can save serious money. 


Pedants may point out that a woodburning stove is not cost-free once installed. There's the fuel to consider. 


|, however, have never once paid for my own wood. Instead, | forage for it, by befriending tree surgeons 
working in the area, and most are delighted to hand over a few off-cuts. But there's an even better source: 
every January, households abandon their Christmas trees on the pavements. Attached to many of these 
festive firs is a wooden base a pre-cut lump of fuel, perfect to pop into your sleek, matt-black stove. The first 
year | went scavenging, | collected maybe ten. Last year, it was over 80, enough to fill (once sliced) a whole 
shed; a winter's worth of fuel. | roam for miles hunting these treasures. 
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However, as the years have progressed, so has the competition. On more than one occasion, | have walked 
to the shops and spotted a couple of tree bases only to find them nabbed by the time I've returned with a 
bag. Worse, there are now fellow semi-pros on the prowl. Once, a rival using a trailer on his bicycle flashed 
me a particularly satisfied smile as he filled up with booty. "You need to be quick," he said, pointing to the far 
end of the road at a fellow who was bent double trying to yank a base off a tree. Neanderthals once fought 
over aurochs on the frozen plains of northern Europe in northern London the quinoa-munchers compete 
over free wood. It's desperate. 


In recent years, voices have grown ever shriller that owning a woodburning stove is a form of ecoterrorism, 
that the tiny particles created by burning logs cause Alzheimer's and destroy the lungs of young children. | 
accept that may be the case. But needs must. If Liz Truss is putting North Sea oil and fracking back on the 
table, a couple of months of me firing up my wood-burning stove is a drop in the polluted ocean. 


It's desperate quinoa-munchers compete for the the free wood 
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